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On Feb. 27, voters from Nicaragua's Atlantic coast region went to the polls to elect new
representatives to the local autonomous government councils. The Atlantic coast election was the
first ballot contest in Nicaragua since the most recent general elections, held in February 1990.
At stake were all 90 council seats, 45 each in the North (RAAN) and South Atlantic Autonomous
Regions (RAAS). A total of 24 political parties, coalitions, or local organizations had candidates on
the ballot. Despite widespread fears of violence, observers said there were no reports of significant
armed activity, intimidation of voters, or misconduct on election day.
The election was, however, marred by a relatively high rate of voter abstention, calculated at
about 30%, up from the 24% abstention rate registered during the coast elections held in 1990.
Several significant developments are apparent in the election results (see table below). First, voter
frustration was demonstrated by a general repudiation of incumbents. In the 1990 elections, the
organizations which received the most votes in the RAAN and RAAS, respectively, were the local
indigenous group Yatama, and the National Opposition Union (UNO) coalition. In this year's
election, Yatama and UNO were eclipsed in both regions by the Constitutionalist Liberal Party
(Partido Liberal Constitucionalista, PLC) and the Sandinista National Liberation Front (FSLN). In
fact, Yatama and UNO saw their combined number of seats in the two councils shrink from 51 after
the 1990 elections to just 18. Second was the unexpected electoral strength of the PLC, which will
control 19 seats in the RAAN and 18 seats in the RAAS.
The PLC, headed by powerful Managua Mayor Arnoldo Aleman, is affiliated with the UNO coalition
at the national level. However, the UNO leadership allowed the PLC to run its own candidates in
the Atlantic coast elections, separate from the candidates who appeared on the ballot representing
UNO. Behind the PLC was the FSLN, which will match the PLC's 19 council seats in the RAAN
while holding 13 seats in the RAAS. This represents a drop of seven seats from the 39 which the
FSLN won in 1990. The remaining three council seats went to the Authentic Autonomous Coastal
Movement (Movimiento Autonomo Autentico Costeno, MAAC) and the Association for the
Development of the Coast (Asociacion para el Desarrollo de la Costa, ADECO).
Since no party won a majority of seats in either of the two councils, intense coalition-building efforts
will now be necessary if the regional government bodies are to avoid legislative paralysis. In fact,
the PLC has already launched a round of consultations aimed at assembling a majority voting bloc
under its control in both councils. In addition, the PLC hopes to win enough backing to assure
victory for its gubernatorial candidates in the two autonomous regions. The regional governors
are elected by the RAAN and RAAS councils during their inaugural sessions. The RAAN and the
RAAS together cover nearly half of Nicaragua's territory but are home to only 10% of the national
population. The region's five ethnic groups Creoles, Miskitos, Sumus, Ramas, and Garifuna speak
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 56957
ISSN: 1060-4189

English, or one of several Indian languages, and are culturally and physically isolated from the
Spanish-speaking Pacific.
The two regional governments were established in the late 1980s as part of a far-reaching autonomy
statute promulgated by the previous Sandinista government. But since then, the social and
economic situation in the coastal communities has deteriorated markedly. Combined under
and unemployment in the region is estimated at over 90%, while at least 60% of the population
on the coast lives in extreme poverty. Meanwhile, within days of the election, a broad array of
interpretations was circulating both on the coast and in Managua regarding the significance of the
results. Some analysts see the results as a bellwether for the general elections scheduled for 1996.
According to this interpretation, the rise of the PLC, under the direction of presidential hopeful
Arnoldo Aleman, together with the marginalization of UNO, constitute the prelude to a showdown
in 1996 between the PLC and the FSLN.
In comments to reporters shortly after preliminary results were released, FSLN secretary general
and former president Daniel Ortega declared that results from the coast suggest that the 1996
elections will be a "contest between Sandinismo and Somocismo," the latter embodied in Aleman's
PLC. "This election demonstrates that the revolution did not succeed in destroying Somocismo,"
declared Ortega. The PLC was founded in 1968 by a group of dissenting members from the Somoza
dictatorship's Nationalist Liberal Party (PLN).
Today, the PLC includes many prominent Somocistas, some in Managua but most still residing
in south Florida. PLC leader Eliseo Nunez asserted that the party learned many lessons from its
organizing efforts on the coast, lessons which will now be applied at the national level as the PLC
prepares for the general elections. For his part, in public comments made a few days before the
voting, Aleman left no doubts regarding his agenda for the coast elections and for 1996: "We will
toss `Sandinista Frontism' onto the trash heap of history."
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